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A PROPOSAL FOR A STANDARDIZED COMMON USE
CHARACTER SET IN EAST ASIAN COUNTRIES
I'okutaro

National Diet Library

Takahashi

According to a current estimate, the world is producing about a half million
titles of books yearly; some 160,000 titles, about 30% of the total, are
said to be in non-roman scripts, while about 80,000 titles come from East
Asian countries.
The population of East Asian countries accounts for a quarter of the world
population, so a proportional increase in the output of publications in this
area may be expected in the future.
1.

Characteristics of East Asian scripts

Written Japanese usually consists of kanji (Chinese characters) and kana
(phonetic alphabets in which are written words often functioning as prepo
sitions and syllables indicating other grammatical relationships). As back
as 1949, the Japanese Government formulated a set of some 2,000 Chinese
characters, with their radicals and strokes modified in some cases to a
simpler form, and instructed public Institutions, including schools, to use
only these characters in their writing. Consequently, the Chinese characters
which we now normally use are in some cases different from the traditional
forms, and in varying degrees different from the Chinese characters currently
used by Chinese and Koreans. Further, the people of the People's Republic
of China are using radically simplified characters, while those in Taiwan
retain the traditional form of Chinese characters; likewise, in Korea they
are using a combination of Chinese characters and Hangul script.
The following example shows how the same characters differ from one country
to another.
Fig. 1
in Taiwan and Korea
in China (P.R.C.)
in Japan
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2.

Essential requisites for common use

To attain the goal of UBC (Universal Bibliographic Control), an East Asian
version of the UNIMARC format has to be developed with the close cooperation
of the countries concerned as well as of the IFLA UBC Office in London.
Requisites for developing an East Asian version in the context of UNIMARC
are the following:
1)

The essential elements in Chinese characters in the descriptive part
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of cataloging, namely, title, author name, etc. should be linked
with access points which ought to be transcribed in romanized form
or other phonetic scripts.
2) In order to attain mutual use of MARC tapes produced by East Asian
countries, a set of standardized characters in common use must be
developed and formulated.
3. Uniform coding of Chinese-character sets for data processing
Supposing that we get for use MARC tapes from other East Asian countries
using different forms of Chinese characters, and that we undertake to
follow ISBD principles strictly, some sort of conversion tables must be
devised so as to enable us to output the descriptive part of each particular
record as it appears in the original language.
In March 1980, the National Institute of Japanese Literature published a
technical report entitled "Kanji Dictionaries for Data Processing Systems".
In that report, the following three components are pointed out as requisite
for processing kanji characters.
1) Kanji coding dictionary: this provides a technical approach toward
formulation of a correlation table between Chinese characters
and their own codes, as well as specification of fonts used.
2) Kanji thesaurus: this functions as a machine-readable Chinese
character authority file, similar in nature to an ordinary
thesaurus, grouping together synonymous and other related charac
ters to show their inter-relationships.
3) Kanji controller: this is to be responsible for maintaining the
kanji character set, assigns code numbers to newly registered
characters, and determines forms and fonts, etc. of these characters.
This is an example of the Chinese character control process to be predeter
mined as part of the total system of bibliographic Information processing
in East Asian scripts. This control system may require a full-time person.
In order to standardize a Chinese character set at a national level and to
perform effective control over it, operation of a national-scale Chinese
character authority system may be the best solution.
Should this become operational in each East Asian country, the standardization
of a common Chinese-character set and the exchange of Chinese-character MARC
tapes between East Asian countries would become a reality.
4.

Chinese-character sets in East Asian countries

In order to make possible an exchange of Chinese-character bibliographic infor
mation in such a form as JAPAN/MARC tape between the countries concerned, each
country must have its own standardized character set.
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Graphic characters commonly used for information interchange, such as dia
critics, numerals, and Roman, Greek, and Cyrillic letters are not many and
could easily be provided in any character set. However, when it comes to
the Chinese characters being used in this region, such characters are so
numerous that it is essential, first of all, to survey the frequency of usage
for each and all individual characters and determine which characters are to
be listed in the standard set.
In Korea, they use Chinese characters together with a Korean script called
Hangul. The Korean Scientific and Technological Information Center (KORSTIC)
has been developing a Hangul and Chinese character processing system since
1975.
In China, a radical simplification of Chinese characters has been enforced
since 1956 and yet a standard character set has yet to be established.
In Taiwan, several surveys cn frequency of usage of their characters have been
conducted, leading to the formulation of a standardized set of radicals and
other components, which, if properly combined by a mechanized process produce
individual characters. To date, the only standard interchange code available
there is the telegraphic code. Nevertheless, this code is not suitable for
most of the existing Chinese data processing systems. At present, the Institute
of Information Industry is working on the establishment of a standard Chinese
character set.
5.

Standardization of a character set in Japan

Japanese bibliographic data are usually represented by a combination of kana
and kanji. In order to process such data, the Japan Information Processing
Development Center, at the request of the Agency of Industrial Science and
Technology, studied and prepared in 1974 standard kanji codes for information
interchange. This study report was submitted to the Agency for further perusal,
and its final outcome was the Japan Industrial Standard for Kanji coding system
promulgated as JIS C6226-1978 in January 1978.
Graphic characters have been included in this standard set after a close exami
nation of their frequency of usage. This set consists of the following
characters:
Diacritics
Numerals
Roman letters
Greek letters
Cyrillic letters
Kana
Kanji
Total

108
10
52
48
66
169
6,349
6,802

Coded kanji characters are divided into two groups. The first level group in
cludes the 2,965 characters most frequently used; the second level group Includes
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3,384. In order to process some thousands of kanji In Japan, input and output
machines must be so made as to conform to JIS standard.
6.

Proposed ISO standard for East Asian scripts

The peoples in East Asia share, in large part, the same origin of their
culture and civilization, traceable to Chinese civilization. However, in the
long history of their own growth and development, some things unique to each
country have emerged and taken root. The language is no exception, and it
frequently happens that the same Chinese characters have different meanings.
For example, the noun
i means a railway train in^Japan but in China
it means an automobile; again, the Chinese character J%j is frequently
used in China, but is not in common use in Japan.
Conversely, however, because of the cultural background shared by the East
Asian countries as referred to above, many Chinese words are used with
identical meanings by the peoples throughout this region. For this reason,
therefore, if a full-scale survey is to be made of a group of characters
commonly used, though in variant forms, among these nations, it would be
possible to work out a Common Core Character Set (CCCS) to be shared by
each nation. As a first step to this end, an adequate core size has to
be determined.
On the Japanese scene, as Miss Kiyoko Tamura has explained in her paper,
the NDL character set has two groups. The first group has about 2,000 fre
quently used characters and the second group consists of less frequently used
characters. Characters not in our set also ought to be handled. For the
purpose of outputsing data, say, from China, there must be developed a system
capable of generating such Chinese characters as are used by that country for
accurate transcription of such essential elements as title and author, if ISBD
principles are to be followed.
To handle such characters as are not in the standard set, the National Institute
of Japanese Literature has developed a unique system called FONTGEN (font
generator). The complexity and the enormous number of Chinese characters
(50,000 or more) require a highly sophisticated system for both software and
hardware. The proposed Common Core Character Set (CCCS) uses a single code
number for each character which is somewhat different in form, as is illus
trated above in Figure 1. When it is necessary to switch from one form
of character to a different form within a given data field in the phase of
outputting a particular record, the device of using an escape sequence tech
nique could be employed. For a conceptual outline of CCCS, please see Figure 2
below.
7.

Format and authority control of East Asian bibliographic records

The JAPAN/MARC format may well suggest development of a proposed UNIMARC
East Asian version, and we are willing to contribute a reasonable share,
based on our own experience. JAPAN/MARC consists of two parts, namely, a
descriptive part and access points.
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The descriptive part must be transcribed according to ISBD rules, whereas to
access points we are able to make another approach, in view of the necessity
that access points should be so established as to meet most users' needs.
In this regard, may I tell an illustrating episode about a Japanese librarian
who visited China sometime ago? His name is Urata, which we write "i£ iZ7 •
A Chinese colleague pointed out that if his books, published in Japan, were to
be catalogued in China, his name would be entered as f. fQ . This means that
to change the form of Chinese characters for access points may be permissible
but not for the descriptive part, in which ISBD principles should be observed
strictly.
Thus, what we expect will have to emerge in order to give effective control
over access points in these several countries will be the development and
implementation of an international MARC network, as well as a national
authority control system. In conclusion, I wish to point out that in order
to share the use of MARC tapes produced in countries using different forms
of Chinese characters, a pre-requisite is to establish a Common Core Character
Set (CCCS). To propose such a Set is the main purpose of this paper.
Korea Character Set
Fig. 2
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(Mr. Takaha8hi is Director of the Administrative Division of the National Diet
Library, Tokyo; Mr. Takahashi asks us to point out that this article was pre
pared in cooperation with Mr. Toshikazu Kanaka, Chief, Computer Section,
Administrative Division, and Mr. Shojiro Maruyama, Senior Researcher, Acquisitions
and Processing Division)
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